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IN  THE 


ASSOCIATION  OF  THE  BAN 

OF  TIIE 

CITY  OF  NEW  YORK. 


Prior  to  tlie  twelfth  of  April,  1870,  Charles' 
G’Coxoe,  a  member  of  tlie  Association  of  tlie  Bar, 
had  brought  to  its  attention  certain  publications 
lately  made  in  two  newspapers  published  in  the 
City  of  New  York,  reflecting  upon  his  character 
as  a  lawyer  and  a  man ;  and  then,  and  also 
on  the  evening  above  mentioned,  he  asked  that 
measures  might  be  taken  for  the  investigation  of 
these  charges. 


Accordingly  a  resolution  was  adopted  on  the 
twelfth  day  of  April,  providing  that  a  “  Com¬ 
mittee  be  appointed  to  arrange  a  Tribunal  to 
investigate  the  charges  made  against  Charles 
G’Coxoe,  brought  by  him  to  the  notice  of  the 
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Association,  and  to  invite  tlie  accusers  to  appear, 
before  it,  and  to  report  the  result  of  its  proceed¬ 
ings.”  The  following  members  of  the  Association 


served  on  such  Committee :  Edgar 
Charles  A.  Peabody,  Charles  W. 
Frederick  E.  Condeet,  Clifford  A. 
Orlando  L.  Stewart. 


Ketchum, 
Sandford, 
Hand,  and 


On  the  thirty-first  day  of  May,  1870,  a  special 
meeting  of  the  Association  was  held,  Mr.  Edgar 
S.  Van  Winkle  presiding,  when  the  Chairman 
of  the  Committee  read  its  report  as  follows: 
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To  the  Association  of  the  Bar  of  the  City  of  New 
York  : 

The  Committee  selected  on  the  twelfth  of 
April  last  to  arrange  a  Tribunal  for  the  investi¬ 
gation  of  the  charges,  made  through  the  public 
press,  against  Charles  O’Conor,  brought  to  the 
attention  of  the  Association  by  him,  respectfully 

REPORT : 

That  they  proceeded  without  delay  to  the  per¬ 
formance  of  the  duty  assigned  them,  fixing  the 
number  of  members  at  five  and  naming,  to  com¬ 
pose  it : 

Hon.  John  A.  Dix, 

Rev.  William  Adams,  IT  IT, 

Wilson  G.  Hunt,  Esq., 

Howard  Potter,  Esq.,  and 
Hon.  John  K.  Porter, 

All  of  whom  accepted  the  appointment  and 
promptly  entered  upon  the  duty,  requesting  and 
obtaining  of  your  Committee  its  assistance  in 
such  matters  of  preliminary  arrangement  as  they 
thought  proper.  And  subsequently,  and  on  the 
twenty-third  day  of  May,  after  having  made 
the  investigation  proposed,  the  Tribunal  placed 
with  your  Committee  its  report,  with  the  record 
of  its  proceedings  appended,  which  is  now  pre¬ 
sented  by  your  Committee  to  the  Association. 
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<; 

The  single  duty  assigned  to  your  Committee 
being  thus  fulfiled,  they  might  here  close  their 
report,  but  they  cannot  willingly  do  this  without 
expressing  their  satisfaction  with  the  result  of 
these  proceedings.  Through  many  years  the 
name  of  Charles  O’Conor  has  been  known  to 
our  community  and  to  the  whole  country,  as 
synonymous  with  eminent  ability  and  spotless 
purity.  Such  a  reputation  could  not  be  marred 
without  injury  to  the  profession  he  has  so  long 
adorned,  and  pain  to  his  countrymen.  But,  con¬ 
scious  of  his  integrity,  and  sensitive  to  the  slight¬ 
est  imputation  upon  it,  he  persevered,  even 
against  the  judgment  of  wise  professional  breth- 
ren  who  loved  and  honored  him,  in  demanding 
investigation  of  the  charges  referred  to.  And 
now  live  of  our  fellow  citizens,  eminent  for  wis¬ 
dom  and  goodness,  have  fully  heard  the  evidence, 
and  have  unanimously  pronounced  the  charges 
without  foundation. 

Dated  Xew  York,  May  27th,  1870. 

Edgar  Ketchum, 

Charles  A.  Peabody, 
Charles  W.  Sand  ford, 

F.  E.  Condert, 
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Clifford  A.  Hand, 
Orlando  L.  Stewart. 
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Mr.  Ketch  um  then  also  read  the  Report  of 
the  Tribunal  as  follows : 

Xew  York,  May  20th,  187G. 

The  undersigned,  who  were  requested  by  the 
Bar  Association  of  the  City  of  Yew  York  to  act 
as  a  Committee  to  investigate  certain  charges 
brought  by  the  public  press  against  Charles 
O’Coxor,  one  of  the  members  of  the  Association, 
report  : 

That  on  the  29th  day  of  April  last  they  met 
at  Chickering  Hall,  in  the  said  city,  after  pub¬ 
lic  notice,  and  proceeded  to  perform  the  duty 
required  of  them.  It  will  appear  by  the  record 
of  their  proceedings,  hereto  annexed,  that  special 
notices  were  served  on  the  proprietors  of  the  two 
city  presses  in  which  the  charges  appeared. 
Their  proceedings  were  fully  reported  and  written 
out  by  a  stenographer,  and  his  report  has  been 
carefully  examined  and  found  correct. 

The  charges  against  Mr.  O’Coxor  may  be  sum¬ 
marily  stated  as  follows : 

I.  That  he  accepted  the  office  of  counsel  for 
Mrs.  Forrest  in  certain  suits  between  her  and 
her  husband,  and  undertook  to  perform  the  ser¬ 
vice  without  compensation. 
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II.  That  lie  accepted  from  “  sixty  of  the  most 
prominent  members  of  the  Bar  of  New  York  ” 
a  silver  pitcher,  and  from  “  thirty  of  the  most 
estimable  ladies  of  this  city  ”  a  silver  vase,  pre¬ 
sented  to  him  with  complimentary  testimonials 
under  the  belief  that  his  services  were  gratui 
tously  rendered,  and  that  he  permitted  the  pub¬ 
lic  to  continue  under  this  false  impression. 

III.  That  after  having  undertaken  to  conduct 
the  suits  referred  to  without  compensation,  he 
made  an  exorbitant  charge  against  Mrs.  Forrest 
for  his  services,  and  that  the  charge  was  paid 

4 

by  her. 

After  the  Committee  was  organized,  the  chair¬ 
man  announced  that  they  were  ready  to  hear 
any  statement,  oral  or  written,  and  to  receive 
any  testimony  in  support  of  those  charges,  but 
no  such  statement  or  testimony  was  offered. 

Mr.  O’Conor  presented  a  letter  from  Mrs. 
Sinclair  (formerly  Mrs.  Forrest),  dated  28th  of 
April  last,  stating  that  the  article  preferring  the 
charges  aforesaid  was  published  against  her 
wishes,  and  after  a  promise  had  been  given  on 
responsible  authority  that  it  should  not  appear; 
that  she  had  never  made  any  charges  against 
him,  and  did  not  wish  to  be  regarded  as  desir¬ 
ing  or  proposing  to  make  any  such  charges ; 
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that  lier  feelings  toward  him  had  always  been 
those  of  profound  gratitude  for  his  prolonged 
and  skillful  services  in  her  cause,  and  that  she 
had  never  uttered  a  word  of  complaint,  beyond 
expressing  her  disappointment  that  so  large  a 
part  of  the  judgment  in  her  favor  had  been  con¬ 
sumed  by  legal  expenses  and  advances  and  the 
interest  thereon.  This  letter  is  appended  to  the 
record. 

Mr.  Henry  Sedley  read  a  letter,  which  is  also 
appended  to  the  record,  declining  to  recognize 
any  obligation  to  appear  before  the  Committee, 
and  assigning  his  reasons. 

A  minute  statement  was  made  by  Mr.  O’Conor 
of  his  connection  with  the  Forrest  case,  and  its 
truth  is  in  no  respect  impugned. 

The  Committee  now  proceed  to  consider  the 
charges  in  the  order  above  stated. 

First:  There  is  no  evidence  that  Mr.  O’Conor 
became  the  counsel  of  Mrs.  Forrest  with  an 
understanding  that  his  services  were  to  be  gra¬ 
tuitous.  On  the  contrary,  the  charge  is  refuted 
by  a  letter  from  her,  published  in  The  Few  York 
Herald  on  the  5th  of  December,  1851,  ten  days 
before  the  trial  of  the  cause  commenced,  in 
which  she  says :  “  They  ( my  counsel )  have  de- 


10 


ASSOCIATION  OF  THE  BAR  OF 


fended  me  without  fee  or  reward,  or  the  hope 
of  it  from  any  quarter  except  my  iwomise  to 
pay  them  at  some  future  time,  if  I  should 
chance  to  he  able.” 

Second :  The  testimony  of  Judge  Charles  P. 
Daly,  and  Gen.  Charles  W.  Sandeord,  shows  that 
the  pieces  of  silver  were  not  presented  with  the 
impression  that  Mr.  O’Conor’ s  services  were  gra¬ 
tuitous.  Judge  Daly,  who  presented  the  silver 
vase  in  behalf  of  the  ladies,  in  reply  to  the 
question  whether  he  supposed,  or  any  one  con¬ 
nected  with  him  supposed,  that  Mr.  O’Conor  had 
undertaken  to  conduct  the  business  of  Mrs.  For¬ 
rest,  free  of  charge,  says:  “I  had  no  such  impres¬ 
sion,  and  I  derived  no  such  impression  from  my 
communication  with  the  ladies  at  whose  request 
I  acted.”  Gen.  Sandeord,  at  whose  house  the 
silver  pitcher  was  presented,  in  reply  to  a  simi¬ 
lar  question,  gave  a  similar  answer.  He  further 
said  that  if  the  idea  that  the  counsel  of  Mrs. 
Forrest  had  agreed  to  serve  her  without  com¬ 
pensation  had  been  prevalent,  he  “  certainly 
should  have  heard  it.” 

The  imputation  that  Mr.  O’Conor  agreed  to 
conduct  the  Forrest  suits  without  compensation, 
having  been  refuted  by  Mrs.  Forrest  herself,  and 
the  further  imputation  that  he  permitted  the  pub¬ 
lic  to  continue  under  that  false  impression,  hav- 
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ing  been  shown  to  be  groundless  by  Judge  Daly 
and  Gen.  Sandford,  it  only  remains  to  consider: 

Third:  Whether  Mr.  O’Coxoe  made  an  exorbit¬ 
ant  charge  for  his  services. 

It  is  hardly  necessary  to  say  that  the  Forrest 
case  was  one  of  the  most  celebrated  causes  tried 
on  this  continent,  and  that  it  was  conducted  by 
Mr.  O’Coxor  with  an  ability,  zeal,  and  perseverance 
rarely  equaled.  All  the  attending  circumstances 
concur  to  show  that  he  undertook  the  service 
with  a  sincere  belief  that  Mrs.  Forrest  was  un- 
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justly  accused,  and  that  it  was  a  duty  he  owed 
to  his  profession  to  defend  her.  After  a  liti¬ 
gation  of  nineteen  years,  her  reputation  was 
triumphantly  vindicated,  and  a  judgment  for 
$06,440.32  was  entered  in  her  favor.  During  the 
progress  of  the  suit  Mr.  O’Coxor  had  received 
no  compensation  for  his  services,  and  had 
not  only  made  large  advances  of  money  to  carry 
it  on,  but  had  loaned  her  $10,250  for  her 
personal  use.  Of  the  amount  of  the  judgment 

above  stated,  he  retained  838,850.74,  of  which 
the  sum  of  $13,074.10  was  for  his  services  dur¬ 
ing  19  years,  including  interest  on  $7,500  from 
the  time  the  judgment  was  liquidated.  The  bal¬ 
ance  of  $25,770.58  was  for  moneys  advanced  and 
loaned,  with  interest  to  the  time  of  payment. 
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It  appears  by  the  testimony  of  Isaac  P.  Martin, 
of  the  law  firm  of  Martin  &  Smith,  that  Mr. 
O’Conor  paid  them  in  January,  1854,  for  services 
rendered  in  the  case,  the  sum  of  $428,  which 
was  not  included  in  his  accounts.  It  further 
appears  that,  in  addition  to  the  judgment  of 
$06,446.32,  Mrs.  Forrest  received  from  her  hus¬ 
band  and  his  estate,  on  account  of  alimony, 
$57,560.33,  and  for  dower  $95,000 — in  the  aggre¬ 
gate  $221,146.65 — and  the  record  of  the  case 
shows  that  this  large  amount  was  secured  by 
the  perseverance  and  skillful  management  of  Mr. 
O’Conor,  and  by  procuring  the  reversal  of  judicial 
decisions  which,  if  they  had  been  sustained, 
would  have  restricted  her  receipts  to  a  much 
smaller  sum.  For  these  prolonged  and  success¬ 
ful  services  the  Committee  consider  him  verv 

C/ 

moderately  compensated. 

In  conclusion,  the  undersigned  are  of  opinion 
that  there  is  no  foundation  for  anv  of  the  charges 

c/  o 

against  Mr.  O’Conor.  Unjust  accusations  are  al¬ 
ways  to  be  deplored ;  for  even  though  they  are 
shown  to  be  so,  they  are  a  source  of  trouble  and 
annoyance  to  those  against  whom  they  are 
brought.  In  his  case  it  is  well  that  they  have 
been  made  and  refuted  in  his  lifetime,  for  they 
might  otherwise  have  taken  the  more  dangerous 
form  of  a  posthumous  aspersion.  When  his  late 
extreme  and  apparently  hopeless  illness  is  con 
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sidered,  his  recovery,  even  to  those  who  are  in¬ 
disposed  to  regard  the  events  of  this  life  as  in¬ 
fluenced  by  any  other  .than  natural  agencies,  will 
seem  almost  like  a  recall  from  the  confines  of 
another  world  to  maintain  the  most  precious  of  his 
possessions — a  spotless  name. 

John  A.  Dix, 

Wm.  Adams, 

Wilson  G.  Hunt, 
Howard  Potter, 

John  K.  Porter. 

Duane  L.  Peabody,  Secretary. 

The  reports  were  received  with  strong  marks  of 
approbation,  and  the  following  resolution  was 
then  adopted  unanimously : 

Resolved ,  That  the  Reports  of  the  Committee 
and  of  the  Tribunal  upon  the  investigation  of 
the  charges  against  Charles  O’Conor  be,  and 
they  are  hereby  approved  and  adopted. 

It  was  then,  on  motion,  ordered  that  five 
thousand  copies  of  the  Reports  be  printed ;  and 
on  further  motion,  it  was  ordered  that  the  Re¬ 
ports  and  the  whole  testimony  be  committed  to 

the  archives  of  the  Association. 


